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Abstract 

Background:  Adipose tissue is an important endocrine and energy-storage organ in organisms, and it plays a crucial 
role in the energy-metabolism balance. Previous studies have found that sex-linked dwarf (SLD) chickens generally 
have excessively high abdominal fat deposition during the growing period, which increases feeding costs. However, 
the underlying mechanism of this fat deposition during the growth of SLD chickens remains unknown.

Results:  The Oil Red O staining showed that the lipid-droplet area of SLD chickens was larger than that of normal 
chickens in E15 and 14d. Consistently, TG content in the livers of SLD chickens was higher than that of normal chick-
ens in E15 and 14d. Further, lower ΔΨm and lower ATP levels and higher MDA levels were observed in SLD chickens 
than normal chickens in both E15 and 14d. We also found that overexpression of GHR reduced the expression of 
genes related to lipid metabolism (AMPK, PGC1α, PPARγ, FAS, C/EBP) and oxidative phosphorylation (CYTB, CYTC​, COX1, 
ATP), as well as reducing ΔΨm and ATP levels and increasing MDA levels. In addition, overexpression of GHR inhibited 
fat deposition in CPPAs, as measured by Oil Red O staining. On the contrary, knockdown of GHR had the opposite 
effects in vitro.

Conclusions:  In summary, we demonstrate that GHR promotes mitochondrial function and inhibits lipid peroxi-
dation as well as fat deposition in vivo and in vitro. Therefore, GHR is essential for maintaining the stability of lipid 
metabolism and regulating mitochondrial function in chicken.
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Background
Adipose tissue is an important endocrine and energy-
storage organ in organisms, and it plays a crucial role in 
the energy-metabolism balance of organisms. In poultry, 
the liver is the main site of fat synthesis, synthesizing 
about 90% of body fat, and then transferred to adipose 
tissue [1]. Triglycerides (TGs) are the main form of fat, 
and the relative speed of the synthesis and decomposi-
tion of TG determines the deposition or depletion of fat. 
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Lipid metabolism is complex process, and it includes the 
synthesis of lipids, the decomposition of fatty acids, and 
the transport of intermediate products [2, 3]. The three 
processes of lipid metabolism are closely related, and 
any alternation in any of these affects the balance of lipid 
levels in the individual [4]. Furthermore, animal adipo-
cytes originate from mesoderm cells after undergoing 
stages such as mesenchymal stem cells, pre-adipocytes, 
and pre-differentiated adipocytes, eventually differenti-
ating into mature adipocytes. In this series of processes, 
transcription factors related to lipid metabolism play a 
significant part in regulation in coordination with each 
other, such as PPARγ and C/EBPs. Previous studies have 
confirmed that PPARγ is the main regulator of adipogen-
esis, and in the absence of PPARγ, no transcription factor 
has been found that can initiate adipocyte differentiation 
into mature adipocytes [5, 6]. C/EBPs are also a necessary 
factor for adipocyte differentiation, and C/EBPα is highly 
expressed in the early stages of adipocyte differentia-
tion [7]. In cooperation with C/EBP transcription factor, 
PPARγ can affect fatty acid storage in adipose tissue and 
induce mature adipocytes from pre-adipocytes, which is 
indispensable in adipocyte differentiation.

Mitochondria are the main sites of fatty acid oxidation 
and provide precursors for intracellular lipid anabolism. 
Thus, they are closely related to lipid metabolism. In 
addition to the accumulation of TGs, differentiated adi-
pocytes are also accompanied by mitochondrial prolif-
erations, and the stability of the mitochondrial function 
is essential for the body to maintain normal lipid levels. 
Under physiological conditions, mitochondrial oxidative 
phosphorylation (OXPHOS) produces free radicals and 
antioxidant levels to maintain a dynamic balance. Abnor-
mal lipid metabolism causes mitochondria to produce 
excessive reactive oxygen species, which further breaks 
the balance and leads to mitochondrial lipid peroxida-
tion, thereby destroying the mitochondrial membrane 
potential (ΔΨm), leading to a decrease in adenosine 
triphosphate (ATP) production [8, 9]. In addition, these 
changes in mitochondria exacerbate lipid peroxidation 
and the production of reactive oxygen species. Previous 
studies have found that patients with symptoms of obe-
sity or fatty liver have damaged mitochondrial structures 
and lowered liver ATP levels [10]. Similarly, increased 
liver TG contents, higher active oxygen levels, and lower 
ATP levels have been observed in obese mice [11]. Here, 
AMPK plays an important role in regulating the energy 
balance of animal cells. When the production of ATP 
decreases, AMPK is activated [12]. Previous study has 
shown that AMPK can promote the formation of mito-
chondria, for which peroxisome proliferator-activated 
receptor γ co-activator 1α (PGC1α) is the key interme-
diate link, and AMPK directly or indirectly activates 

PGC1α, thereby promoting mitochondrial biogenesis 
[13]. Therefore, AMPK, as an upstream regulatory gene 
for PGC1α, has regulatory significance for mitochondrial 
biogenesis, and it also promotes fat oxidation metabolism 
at the same time.

The fat deposition of chickens is mainly manifested 
in subcutaneous and abdominal fat [14, 15]. While 
increases in the weight of chickens is desirable for the 
poultry industry, it is accompanied by the deposition of 
excessive fat, which causes unnecessary feed waste and 
reduces economic efficiency [16]. Sex-linked dwarf (SLD) 
chickens, which are caused by mutations in the growth 
hormone receptor (GHR) gene, are feasible models for 
understanding the role of GHR in poultry [17]. Previ-
ous studies have found that SLD chickens generally 
have excessively high abdominal fat deposition during 
the growth period, which increases feeding costs and is 
associated with Runting and Stunting Syndrome chick-
ens [18, 19]. However, the underlying mechanisms of fat 
deposition during the growth of SLD chickens remains 
unknown.

Based on these findings above, we used SLD and nor-
mal chicken livers for our research object, and overex-
pressed or interfered with in chicken primary hepatocytes 
(CPHs) and primary pre-adipocytes (CPPAs), to inves-
tigate the effects of the GHR on lipid metabolism and 
mitochondrial function in vivo and in vitro, respectively. 
This study elucidates the underlying mechanisms of fat 
deposition during the growth of SLD chickens, which 
may provide a reference for human metabolic diseases.

Results
Oil red O staining of SLD chickens and normal chickens
First, we performed Oil Red O staining to explore the 
effects of GHR on the accumulation of lipid droplets in 
the liver tissue of SLD and normal chickens. Lipid drop-
lets exist in the form of TGs in tissues, and Oil Red O 
specifically stains TGs in liver tissues to red. The results 
showed that E15 SLD chickens had obvious lipid drop-
lets, which was further exacerbated at 14d (Fig.  1a, b). 
However, normal chickens showed no significant change 
after Oil Red O staining, which only exhibited a few lipid 
droplets (Fig. 1c, d). Next, we analyzed the area of lipid 
droplets in SLD and normal chickens. It was shown that 
the liver lipid droplet area of the SLD chickens was sig-
nificantly increased from that of normal chickens in both 
E15 and 14d (Fig. 1e).

Detection of liver mitochondrial function in SLD 
and normal chickens
We next measured mitochondrial function in the liv-
ers of SLD chickens and normal chickens at E15 and 14d 
to understand whether GHR affected the function of 
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mitochondria in the liver during the early growth stage. 
The results showed that liver ΔΨm for the SLD chickens 
was 15% lower than that for normal chickens at E15 and 
12% lower at 14d (Fig. 2a, c). Liver ATP levels for the SLD 
chickens were 51% lower than those for normal chick-
ens in E15 and 70% lower than in 14d (Fig. 2b, d). These 
results reveal that mitochondrial function is impaired in 
SLD chicken livers in E15 and 14d.

Detection of liver lipid levels in SLD and normal chickens
To investigate lipid levels, we measured the MDA and 
TG levels in E15 and 14d SLD and normal chicken liv-
ers. The liver MDA levels in the SLD chickens were 55% 
higher than those in the normal chickens at E15 and 83% 
lower at 14d (Fig.  3a, b). Further, liver TG levels in the 
SLD chickens were 55% higher than those in the normal 
chickens in 14d (Fig. 3c). These results reveal lipid perox-
idation and increased TG contents, indicating abnormal 
lipid levels in the SLD chicken livers.

Detection of chicken serum protein and enzyme activity 
by ELISA
Protein levels and enzyme activities in animal serum 
reflect metabolic levels in the body. Therefore, we 

analyzed the content of various proteins in the serum 
of 14d SLD and normal chickens. The concentrations of 
PPARγ, CPT1, FFA, and COX in the serum of 14d SLD 
chickens were all greater than those of normal chickens, 
indicating that lipid metabolism is active in SLD chickens 
(Fig. 4a–d). This might be associated with mitochondrial 
dysfunction in SLD chicken livers.

Overexpression and knockdown of GHR gene in vitro
To explore the role of GHR in  vitro, we interfered with 
the expression of GHR in CPHs and CPPAs (Fig. 5a, b). 
Transfection efficiency was measured using qRT-PCR 
and the fluorescence of pcDNA3.1-EGFP and siNC-Cy3 
(Fig. S1). The expression of the GHR gene was signifi-
cantly up-, and downregulated in GHR overexpression 
and knockdown cells, respectively (Fig. 5c–f), indicating 
that we had successfully overexpressed or interfered with 
the expression of the gene in CPHs and CPPAs. Further, 
we performed Oil Red O staining in CPPAs after induc-
tion with oleic acid differentiation solution for 2 days. 
The OD value of the cells in the oleic acid-induced dif-
ferentiation group, which represents lipid accumula-
tion, was significantly higher than that of the control 
group (Fig.  5g). In addition, the PPARγ gene induces 

Fig. 1  Oil Red O staining of SLD chickens and normal chickens. a Oil Red O staining of liver sections of E15 SLD chickens; bar, 200 μm. b Oil Red 
O staining of liver sections of 14d SLD chickens; bar, 200 μm. c Oil Red O staining of liver sections of E15 normal chickens; bar, 200 μm. d Oil Red O 
staining of liver sections of 14d normal chickens; bar, 200 μm. e Analyzed the area of lipid droplets in SLD chickens and normal chickens. Data are 
expressed as means ± SEMs, *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001; n = 6
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CPPAs to differentiate into mature adipocytes, and it is 
a marker gene for fat differentiation. Next, we measured 
the expression of PPARγ in CPPAs at 0 h, 24 h, 48 h, and 
72 h with oleic acid-induced differentiation solution. The 

results showed that PPARγ expression increased with 
increase in induction differentiation time and reached a 
higher expression level at 48 h (Fig.  5h), indicating that 
we had successfully isolated the CPPAs.

Fig. 2  Detection of liver mitochondrial function in SLD chickens and normal chickens. a Detection of liver ΔΨm in E15 SLD chickens and normal 
chickens. b Detection of liver ATP level in E15 SLD chickens and normal chickens. c Detection of liver ΔΨm in 14d SLD chickens and normal 
chickens. d Detection of liver ATP levels in 14d SLD chickens and normal chickens. Data are expressed as means ± SEMs, *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, 
***P < 0.001; n = 6

Fig. 3  Detection of liver lipid levels in SLD chickens and normal chickens. a Detection of liver MDA levels in E15 SLD chickens and normal chickens. 
b Detection of liver MDA levels in 14d SLD chickens and normal chickens. c Detection of liver TG level in 14d SLD chickens and normal chickens. 
Data are expressed as means ± SEMs, *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001; n = 6



Page 5 of 13Yang et al. BMC Genomics          (2022) 23:219 	

Effects of GHR gene on the expression of lipid metabolism 
and OXPHOS‑related genes in vitro
Next, we explored the role of GHR on the expression of 
lipid metabolism and OXPHOS-related genes in CPHs 
and CPPAs. It was found that the overexpression of GHR 
reduced the expression of genes related to lipid metabo-
lism (AMPK, PGC1α, PPARγ, FAS, FTO, C/EBP, A-FABP, 
SREBP-1c), and knockdown of GHR increased the expres-
sion of these genes (Fig. 6a, b). The same observations were 
made in CPPAs (Fig.  6c, d), indicating that GHR might 
inhibit lipid metabolism via AMPK signaling in vitro. Fur-
thermore, we found that the overexpression of GHR reduced 
the expression of OXPHOS-related genes (CYTB, CYTC​
, COX1, ATP), whereas knockdown of GHR increased the 
expression of these genes (Fig. 6e, f). The same results were 
observed in CPPAs (Fig. 6g, h), indicating that GHR inhibits 
the transcription of OXPHOS-related genes in vitro.

Effects of GHR on lipid levels in vitro
To investigate the effects of GHR on lipid lev-
els in  vitro, we measured MDA levels in CPHs and 
CPPAs and performed Oil Red O staining of CPPAs 
induced by oleic acid differentiation. The results 
showed that overexpression of GHR reduced MDA 
levels, whereas knockdown of GHR increased MDA 
levels in CPHs (Fig.  7a, b). The same results were 
observed in CPPAs (Fig.  7c, d), indicating that GHR 
inhibited lipid peroxidation in  vitro. We performed 
Oil Red O staining of CPPAs induced by oleic acid 
differentiation solution at 48 h after transfection. It 
was found that overexpression of GHR significantly 
reduced OD values of cells, whereas knockdown of 
GHR significantly increased OD values of cells in 
CPPAs (Fig.  7e, f ), indicating that GHR inhibits fat 
deposition in vitro.

Fig. 4  Detection of chicken serum protein and enzyme activity by ELISA. a Detection of concentrations of PPARγ in serum of 14d SLD chickens and 
normal chickens. b Detection of concentrations of CPT1 in serum of 14d SLD chickens and normal chickens. c Detection of concentrations of FFA in 
serum of 14d SLD chickens and normal chickens. d Detection of concentrations of COX in serum of 14d SLD chickens and normal chickens. Data are 
expressed as means ± SEMs, *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001; n = 6
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Effects of GHR on mitochondrial function in vitro
To further understand the effects of GHR on mitochon-
drial function in vitro, we measured ΔΨm and ATP levels 
in CPHs and CPPAs. The results showed that the ΔΨm 
of the GHR knockdown group was lower than that in 
the control groups in CPHs, but the significance was not 
obvious (Fig. 8a). Consistently with this, the ATP levels of 
the GHR knockdown groups were significantly reduced 
compared to the control groups in CPHs (Fig.  8b). The 
same results were observed in CPPAs (Fig.  8c, d), indi-
cating that mitochondrial function is impaired in GHR 
knockdown cells.

Discussion
Adipose tissue is a main component of the body. Uniform 
distribution and content of fat provide energy and ensure 
healthy growth in poultry. Fat is an important indicator 
of meat quality, and the degree of fat deposition has an 
important impact on the quality of the carcass and meat 
[20]. Excessive fat deposition reduces feed utilization and 
causes economic losses in poultry. Consumers who ingest 
more animal fat may have reduced health status, which 
is harmful to the body of the poultry, causing various 
diseases. Defects in mitochondria, the final place where 
various substances oxidize and release energy, directly 

Fig. 5  Overexpression and knockdown of GHR gene in vitro. a Morphology of CPHs at 24 h and 48 h; bar 100 μm. b Morphology of the CPPAs at 24 h 
and 48 h; bar 100 μm. c, d Transfection efficiency was measured using qRT-PCR in CPHs. e, f Transfection efficiency was measured using qRT-PCR 
in CPPAs. g Oil Red O staining in CPPAs after induction by oleic acid-induced differentiation solution for 2 days; bar 100 μm. h Spatiotemporal 
expression of PPARγ gene during differentiation of CPPAs. Data are expressed as means ± SEMs, *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001; n = 6
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affect the normal function of adipose tissue, which leads 
to imbalances of energy throughout the body. The liver 
is the main fat-producing part of poultry, and it can be 
studied during the embryonic period [21]. This study 
focuses on lipid metabolism and mitochondrial function 
in the liver and adipose tissue of poultry.

First, we used SLD and normal chickens as research 
objects to measure the mitochondrial function and lipid 
levels of liver, as well as the activities of related proteins 
and enzymes in serum. Oil Red O staining is commonly 
used in liver histopathological detection, as it has a 
strong binding ability with lipids and can reveal the dis-
tribution of lipid droplets and TG content in liver tissues 
[22]. Here, we found that SLD chicken liver had lipid 
droplets at E15, but normal chicken liver at E15 had few 

or no lipid droplets. Under the same feeding conditions, 
liver lipid droplets of 14d SLD chickens increased relative 
to those of E15 SLD chickens and 14d normal chickens. 
Moreover, excessive FFA in serum is excessively depos-
ited in non-adipose tissue in the form of TG and causes 
tissue damage [23], including in the liver. Consistent with 
this, increased FFA content was also observed in the 
serum of SLD chickens. We measured the TG content of 
liver tissue, which were consistent with those of the Oil 
Red O staining, indicating that the liver of SLD chick-
ens is more active in lipid synthesis from the embryonic 
stage. These results support the fact observed in produc-
tion that SLD chickens are prone to fat deposition.

Impaired mitochondrial function directly affects the 
function of adipose tissue, which in turn affects energy 

Fig. 6  Effects of GHR gene on the expression of lipid metabolism and OXPHOS-related genes in vitro. a Expression of genes related to lipid 
metabolism in CPHs at 48 h after transfection with pcDNA3.1-GHR and pcDNA3.1. b Expression of genes related to lipid metabolism in CPHs at 48 h 
after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC. c Expression of genes related to lipid metabolism in CPPAs at 48 h after transfection with pcDNA3.1-GHR 
and pcDNA3.1. d Expression of genes related to lipid metabolism in CPPAs at 48 h after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC. e Expression of 
OXPHOS-related genes in CPHs at 48 h after transfection with pcDNA3.1-GHR and pcDNA3.1. f Expression of OXPHOS-related genes in CPHs at 
48 h after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC. g Expression of OXPHOS-related genes in CPPAs at 48 h after transfection with pcDNA3.1-GHR and 
pcDNA3.1. h Expression of OXPHOS-related genes in CPPAs at 48 h after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC. Data are expressed as means ± SEMs, 
*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001; n = 6



Page 8 of 13Yang et al. BMC Genomics          (2022) 23:219 

metabolism in the entire body. The main product of 
membrane lipid peroxidation is MDA, and MDA con-
tents can reflect the degree of accumulation of lipid 
peroxides in the body, which can change the ΔΨm. 
The stability of ΔΨm is a prerequisite for maintaining 
OXPHOS and generating ATP, which is conducive to 
the maintenance of normal physiological functions in 
cells. The reduction of ΔΨm is an irreversible change in 
early apoptosis [24], and it is generally accompanied by 
reduced ATP production, which reflects the functional 
state of mitochondria. Previous study has revealed that 
intracellular ATP levels are in a fluctuating balance, and 

increased levels of fat and liver ATP are observed in 
high-fat fed obese mouse models [25]. Excessive ATP 
production leads to insulin resistance, sugar metabolism 
becomes disordered, and various metabolic diseases are 
induced. In addition, reduced ATP levels may also induce 
metabolic imbalances. Pathological studies have shown 
that when mitochondrial dysfunction occurs, glucose and 
lipid metabolism are weakened, ATP production may be 
reduced accordingly, and energy deficiencies prevent nor-
mal physiological activities. Previous studies have found 
that ΔΨm, ATP levels and oxygen consumption were all 
reduced accordingly in GHRKO and GHR knockdown 

Fig. 7  Effects of GHR on lipid level in vitro. a Detection of MDA levels in CPHs at 48 h after transfection with pcDNA3.1-GHR and pcDNA3.1. b 
Detection of MDA level in CPHs at 48 h after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC. c Detection of MDA level in CPPAs at 48 h after transfection with 
pcDNA3.1-GHR and pcDNA3.1. d Detection of MDA level in CPPAs at 48 h after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC. e Oil Red O staining of CPPAs 
induced by oleic acid differentiation solution at 48 h after transfection with pcDNA3.1-GHR and pcDNA3.1; bar 100 μm. f Oil Red O staining of CPPAs 
induced by oleic acid differentiation solution at 48 h after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC; bar 100 μm. Data are expressed as means ± SEMs, 
*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001; n = 6
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cells [26, 27]. However, there is evidence that decreased 
ATP levels may have protective effects on the body in 
systemic inflammatory response condition [28]. We also 
found that SLD chicken liver had higher MDA levels and 
lower ΔΨm and ATP levels than normal chickens, indi-
cating that the mitochondrial function of SLD in the liver 
of chickens is impaired at E15 and 14d. These results are 
also concordant with our previous study showing that the 
skeletal muscle and liver mitochondrial function of SLD 
chickens are impaired at 7w [18, 27].

Mutations in the GHR gene are the cause of SLD 
chicken, and previous study has also shown that GHRKO 
mice generally show slow growth and high fat [29]. 
Therefore, we synthesized the interfering fragments of 
the GHR gene and then transfected CPHs and CPPAs 
to study the effects of GHR defects on lipid levels and 
mitochondrial function in vitro. PPARγ and FAS are key 
genes that regulate the differentiation of adipocytes and 
are also marker genes that prompt CPPAs to differentiate 

into mature cells [30]. In this study, we found that knock-
down of GHR up-regulated the expression of genes 
related to fat differentiation (PPARγ, FAS, and so forth); 
overexpression of GHR had the opposite effects in vitro. 
Next, we measured TG content by Oil Red O staining in 
differentiated CPPAs and revealed that defective GHR 
increased TG content. The increased differentiation of 
adipocytes can cause their excessive accumulation and 
eventually lead to fat deposition [2]. Therefore, we argue 
that GHR has a positive effect on the differentiation of 
CPPAs into mature adipocytes, and GHR can inhibit the 
differentiation of fat, which is consistent with excessive 
lipid deposition in SLD chickens.

In addition, the overexpression of GHR leads to lower 
expression of OXPHOS-related genes in  vitro, accom-
panied by increased ΔΨm and ATP levels along with 
reduced MDA levels. Knockdown of GHR had the oppo-
site results, indicating that GHR promotes mitochondrial 
function and inhibits lipid peroxidation in  vitro. These 

Fig. 8  Effects of GHR gene on mitochondrial function in vitro. a Detection of ΔΨm in CPHs at 48 h after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC. b 
Detection of ATP level in CPHs at 48 h after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC. c Detection of ΔΨm in CPPAs at 48 h after transfection with si-GHR 
and si-NC. d Detection of ATP levels in CPPAs at 48 h after transfection with si-GHR and si-NC. Data are expressed as means ± SEMs, *P < 0.05, 
**P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001; n = 6
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results above exhibit the same trend in vivo. Overexpres-
sion of GHR leads to low expression of OXPHOS-related 
genes in CPHs and CPPAs, whereas knockdown of GHR 
had opposite effects in vitro. However, it was found that 
the expression of OXPHOS-related genes is down-regu-
lated in GHR knockdown of DF-1 cells [27], which may 
indicate that the effects of GHR on mitochondrial bio-
genesis exhibit a compensatory phenomenon in the early 
stages of growth and development or has cell-dependent 
features in vitro.

Conclusions
In summary, we demonstrate that GHR promotes mito-
chondrial function and inhibits lipid peroxidation and fat 
deposition in  vivo and in  vitro. Therefore, GHR gene is 
essential for maintaining the stability of lipid metabolism 
by regulating mitochondrial function in chicken.

Methods
Chickens
For the isolation of CPHs, 15-embryo-age normal chick-
ens (n = 20) from the 202 strains were used. For the isola-
tion of CPPAs, 14-day-old normal chickens (n = 20) from 
the 202 strains were used. Furthermore, the 15-embryo-
age and 14-day-old SLD chickens from the 301 strain and 
normal chickens from the 202 strain (n = 6) were sam-
pled as previously described [27]. All chicks were pur-
chased from the WenShi Group Co., Ltd. (Guangdong, 
China) and were provided with standard poultry feed and 
fresh water and reared in an optimum temperature range 
(27–37 °C). The pentobarbital was used for euthanization 
by intraperitoneal injection at a dose of 40 mg/kg of body 
weight.

Oil red O staining
Liver tissues were removed from the chick livers and 
fixed in 10% neutral formaldehyde. The samples were 
stained using Oil Red O, and the slices were observed 
through an optical microscope (DMi8; Leica, Germany) 
and photographed (LAS X Life Science Microscope Soft-
ware Platform; Leica, Germany). In addition, cells were 
seeded in 12-well culture plates. After transfection and 
differentiation, the differentiated cells were washed in 
PBS and incubated with 10% neutral formaldehyde for 
30 min. Subsequently, differentiated cells were dyed with 
Oil Red O, and observed with an optical microscope 
(DMi8; Leica, Germany) and photographed (LAS X Life 
Science Microscope Software Platform; Leica, Germany). 
Finally, the cell stain was extracted with isopropanol and 
analyzed at 510 nm absorbance with a Fluorescence/
Multi-Detection Microplate Reader (BioTek, USA).

Detection of the concentration of serum protein and TG 
level
The concentrations of PPARγ, CPT1, FFA, and COX in 
serum were determined with commercial ELISA kits 
(mlbio, China) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. 
TG levels in the liver and serum were determined with 
a TG assay kit (Nanjing Jiangcheng, China) according to 
the manufacturer’s protocol.

Quantitative real‑time PCR
RNA of tissues and cells was extracted using RNAiso rea-
gent (Takara, Japan) according to the manufacturer’s pro-
tocol. RNA concentration and the OD values of 260/280 
were detected with a Nanodrop 2000c spectrophotom-
eter (Thermo, USA). RNA was stored at − 80 °C for later 
use. cDNA was synthesized using a PrimeScript RT Rea-
gent Kit (Takara, Japan) for quantitative real-time PCR 
(qRT-PCR). We selected MonAmp™ ChemoHS qPCR 
Mix (Monad Co., LTD, Guangzhou, China) for qRT-PCR 
measuring by a Bio-Rad CFX96 Real-Time Detection 
instrument (Bio-Rad, USA) according to the manufac-
turer’s protocol. Relative gene expression was measured 
twice for each reaction, and GADPH and β-actin were 
used as controls. The primers used for qRT-PCR are 
listed in Table 1.

Extraction of chicken primary hepatocytes and chicken 
primary pre‑adipocytes
CPHs were isolated from the liver of 15-embryo-
age chickens according to the protocol as previously 
described [31]. In brief, 20 eggs of 15 embryonic age were 
taken and wiped with 75% alcohol for disinfection. Twee-
zers were used to grab the liver, and put it into D-hank’s 
solution preheated to 37 °C. Washed liver sample sev-
eral times to remove blood and impurities, and digested 
them in a 37 °C incubator for 30 min with 2.5 mg/ml type 
IV collagenase solution. Then, filtered the digested liver 
mixture with 200 mesh and 400 mesh sieves, centrifuged 
at 1000 r/min for 5 min. After the centrifugation, dis-
carded the supernatant and re-suspended it in Williams’E 
medium containing 15% fetal bovine serum. Slowly 
added the cell suspension dropwise to the centrifuge tube 
equipped with percoll centrifugal solution, and centri-
fuged at 3000 r/min for 15 min. After obtained the CPHs, 
the serum-containing Williams’E medium was added to 
re-suspend the cells.

CPPAs were isolated from the abdominal fat of 14-day-
old chickens, and the differentiation of CPPAs were 
induced by oleic acid differentiation solution accord-
ing to the protocol as previously described [30]. In 
brief, 14-day-old chickens were immersed in 75% alco-
hol for disinfection for 10 min. Then, the abdominal fat 
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was removed in a sterile operating table as completely 
as possible, and washed with DMEM/F12 medium sev-
eral times to remove blood vessels and other impurities. 
After obtaining the adipose tissue, added 2 mg/mL type 
I collagenase, and incubated for 30 min in a 37 °C incu-
bator. After digestion, CPPAs were filtered with a 200-
mesh sieve and centrifuged at 1300 r/min for 5 min. After 
obtained the CPPAs, the serum-containing DMEM/F12 
medium was added to re-suspend the cells.

Cell culture
CPHs and CPPAs were cultured in William’s E Medium 
(Gibco, USA) and DMEM/F12 Medium (Gibco, USA) 
with 15% fetal bovine serum (ExCell Bio, China) and 
0.2% penicillin/streptomycin (Invitrogen, USA), respec-
tively. The cultured CPHs began to adhere to the wall at 
4 h, and the medium was changed for the first time after 
12 h. After that, the cells were treated differently accord-
ing to specific needs. The separated CPPAs was basically 

completed adherence in 12 h. After 24 h, the cell state was 
relatively stable and the medium was changed to remove 
blood cells and other impurities. CPHs and CPPAs were 
cultured at 37 °C in a 5% CO2 humidified atmosphere.

Plasmid construction and RNA interference
The plasmid pcDNA3.1-GHR was artificially synthesized 
by GeneCreate Biological Engineering (Wuhan, China), 
which were further confirmed by Sanger sequencing in 
Table S1. In addition, siRNAs used for the GHR knock-
down were synthesized by Guangzhou RiboBio (Guang-
zhou, China). si-GHR sequence was 5′-CCU​CGA​UUU​
GGA​UAC​CAU​A-3′.

Transfection
Cells were plated in different culture plates and incubated 
overnight before transfection. Then, pcDNA3.1-GHR 
and pcDNA3.1 as well as si-GHR and si-NC were trans-
fected in cells using Lipofectamine 3000 reagent (Invitro-
gen, CA, USA) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. 
In brief, after waiting for the confluence of cells in the 
12-well plate reached 60–80% with the better growth 
state and the uniform density, diluted 3 μL Lipofectamine 
3000 liposomes with 50 μL serum-free opti-MEM culture 
medium, and mixed them gently with a pipette. Taken 
50 μL serum-free opti-MEM culture medium to dilute 
the DNA or siRNA, then mixed 2 μL P3000 reagent with 
the above two mixtures gently. After incubated at room 
temperature for 10 min, added 100 μL of the incubated 
DNA-liposome mixture to each well. After 6 h trans-
fection, observed the cell growth status under a micro-
scope, and replaced the medium with fresh Williams’E or 
DMEM/F12 medium containing 15% fetal bovine serum. 
The cells were analyzed at 48 h after transfection.

Detection of malondialdehyde level
Malondialdehyde (MDA) levels were detected using 
an MDA assay kit (S0131; Beyotime, Shanghai, China) 
according to the manufacturer’s protocol. Absorbance 
was determined by a Fluorescence/Multi-Detection 
Microplate Reader (BioTek, USA). Data were normal-
ized to the control group and expressed as a percentage 
of control levels.

Detection of adenosine triphosphate level
ATP levels were measured using an ATP assay kit (Beyo-
time, China) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. 
ATP levels were determined by a Fluorescence/Multi-
Detection Microplate Reader (BioTek, USA). Data were 
normalized to the control group and are expressed as a 
percentage of control levels.

Table 1  Primer sequences of qRT-PCR

Genes Primer sequences Notes

PPARγ F-CTC​CTT​CTC​CTC​CCT​ATT​T
R-TTT​CTT​ATG​GAT​GCG​ACA​

qRT-PCR

FAS F-CGC​AGG​CAT​AGC​AGG​AAA​
R-CCA​AAG​AAG​GAG​GCA​TCA​A

qRT-PCR

FTO F-AGG​GCA​AAC​TTC​CAT​ACC​
R-ACG​AGA​CAC​TGG​GGT​AAA​

qRT-PCR

C/EBPα F- GAC​AAG​AAC​AGC​AAC​GAG​TACC​
R-CCT​GAA​GAT​GCC​CCG​CAG​AGT​

qRT-PCR

SREBP-1c F-GGT​CCG​GGC​CAT​GTTGA​
R-CAG​GTT​GGT​GCG​GGTGA​

qRT-PCR

A-FABP F-ATG​TGC​GAC​CAG​TTTGT​
R-TCA​CCA​TTG​ATG​CTG​ATA​G

qRT-PCR

CYTB F-CAG​CAG​ACA​CAT​CCC​TAG​CC
R-GAA​GAA​TGA​GGC​GCC​GTT​TG

qRT-PCR

COX1 F-ACT​ACT​TAC​CGA​CCG​CAA​CC
R-CCG​AAA​CCT​GGG​AGG​ATG​AG

qRT-PCR

COX2 F-TCG​GGG​TAA​AAA​CAG​ACG​CA
R-ACT​CCT​GGT​CGA​GTG​GTG​AT

qRT-PCR

COX3 F-CCC​AAG​CCC​ATG​ACC​AAT​CT
R-TGG​AAG​GTG​CTT​TCT​CGG​AC

qRT-PCR

ATP6 F-TAC​AGC​CAC​AAT​CGC​CCT​AC
R-AGG​ACG​AAG​ACG​TAG​GCT​TG

qRT-PCR

PGC1α F-TCC​TTT​CCT​CAA​CGC​AGG​TC
R-TCT​TGC​ACG​TGA​GGG​AGA​AC

qRT-PCR

GHR F-GCA​AGT​GCA​GGT​CAC​CTG​AG
R-CCG​GAC​ATT​CTT​TCC​AGT​CT

qRT-PCR

GAPDH F-CAA​CTT​TGG​CAT​TGT​GGA​GG
R-CGC​TGG​GAT​GAT​GTT​CTG​G

qRT-PCR

β-actin F-GAT​ATT​GCT​GCG​CTC​GTT​G
R-TTC​AGG​GTC​AGG​ATA​CCT​CTTT​

qRT-PCR
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Detection of mitochondrial membrane potential
ΔΨm was measured using a JC-1 kit (Beyotime, China) 
according to the manufacturer’s protocol. The mitochon-
dria were fixed with JC-1 for 20 min at 37 °C. Fluorescence 
was determined by a Fluorescence/Multi-Detection Micro-
plate Reader (BioTek, USA) as previous described [27]. 
Data (the ratio of aggregated and monomeric JC-1) were 
normalized to the control group and are expressed as a per-
centage of control levels.

Statistical analyses
All experiments were performed at least three times. The 
data are presented as means ± standard error of the means. 
Statistical analyses were performed using Student’s t-test, 
and we took P < 0.05 to indicate statistical significance, 
*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001.

Abbreviations
AMPK: AMP-activated protein kinase; ATP: Adenosine triphosphate; CPHs: 
Chicken primary hepatocytes; CPPAs: Chicken primary pre-adipocytes; GHR: 
Growth hormone receptor; MDA: Malondialdehyde; ΔΨm: mitochondrial 
membrane potential; OXPHOS: Oxidative phosphorylation; PCR: Polymerase 
chain reaction; PGC1α: Peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor γ co-
activator 1α; qRT-PCR: Quantitative real-time PCR; SLD: Sex-linked dwarf; TG, 
triglyceride.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1186/​s12864-​021-​08268-9.

Additional file 1: Table S1. Sanger sequencing of pcDNA3.1-GHR by 
universal primers.

Additional file 2: Figure S1.

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Authors’ contributions
MY and BH contributed equally to this manuscript. MY designed the study, 
carried out the experiments, and analyzed the data. BH designed the study, 
and wrote the manuscript. DS, HW, and CZ participated in data collection and 
interpretation and helped with performing some of the experiments. ZL, DL, 
YZ, and JL helped with performing some of the experiments. XZ, QN, QL, and 
MS helped for useful discussion and revised the manuscript. HL and DZ devel-
oped concepts, designed, and supervised the study. All authors have read and 
approved the manuscript.

Funding
This work was supported by grants from the Key-Area Research and Develop-
ment Program of Guangdong Province (Grant No. 2020B020222002), the 
Guangdong Provincial Promotion Project on Preservation and Utilization of 
Local Breed of Livestock and Poultry, the China Agriculture Research System 
(CARS-41-G03). The funding bodies are not participated in the design of the 
study and collection, analysis, and interpretation of data and in writing the 
manuscript.

Availability of data and materials
All data generated or analyzed during this study are available from the cor-
responding author on reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
All animal experiments were performed according to the protocols approved 
by the South China Agriculture University Institutional Animal Care and Use 
Committee (approval number SCAU#0017). All animal procedures followed 
the regulations and guidelines established by this committee and minimized 
the suffering of animals. Also, we obtained written informed consent to use 
the animals in this study from the WenShi Group Co., Ltd. (Guangdong, China).

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 State Key Laboratory for Conservation and Utilization of Subtropical Agro-
bioresources, College of Animal Science, South China Agricultural University, 
Guangzhou 510642, Guangdong, China. 2 Guangdong Provincial Key Lab 
of AgroAnimal Genomics and Molecular Breeding and Key Lab of Chicken 
Genetics, Breeding and Reproduction, Ministry of Agriculture, Guang-
zhou 510642, Guangdong, China. 3 Division of Immunology, Virginia‑Maryland 
Regional College of Veterinary Medicine, University of Maryland, College Park, 
MD, USA. 

Received: 19 November 2020   Accepted: 20 December 2021

References
	1.	 Ding F, Pan Z, Kou J, Li L, Xia L, Hu S, et al. De novo lipogenesis in the liver 

and adipose tissues of ducks during early growth stages after hatching. 
Comp Biochem Physiol B Biochem Mol Biol. 2012;163:154–60.

	2.	 Wang G, Kim WK, Cline MA, Gilbert ER. Factors affecting adipose tissue 
development in chickens: a review. Poult Sci. 2017;96:3687–99.

	3.	 Shipp SL, Cline MA, Gilbert ER. Promotion of adipogenesis by neuropep-
tide Y during the later stages of chicken preadipocyte differentiation. 
Physiol Rep. 2016;4:13006-18.

	4.	 Ipsen DH, Lykkesfeldt J, Tveden-Nyborg P. Molecular mechanisms of 
hepatic lipid accumulation in non-alcoholic fatty liver disease. Cell Mol 
Life Sci. 2018;75:3313–27.

	5.	 Rosen ED, Hsu CH, Wang X, Sakai S, Freeman MW, Gonzalez FJ, et al. C/
EBPalpha induces adipogenesis through PPARgamma: a unified pathway. 
Genes Dev. 2002;16:22–6.

	6.	 Tontonoz P, Spiegelman BM. Fat and beyond: the diverse biology of 
PPARgamma. Annu Rev Biochem. 2008;77:289–312.

	7.	 Guo L, Li X, Tang QQ. Transcriptional regulation of adipocyte differentia-
tion: a central role for CCAAT/enhancer-binding protein (C/EBP) beta. J 
Biol Chem. 2015;290:755–61.

	8.	 Abate M, Festa A, Falco M, Lombardi A, Luce A, Grimaldi A, et al. Mito-
chondria as playmakers of apoptosis, autophagy and senescence. Semin 
Cell Dev Biol. 2020;98:139–53.

	9.	 Morciano G, Bonora M, Campo G, Aquila G, Rizzo P, Giorgi C, et al. Mecha-
nistic role of mPTP in ischemia-reperfusion injury. Adv Exp Med Biol. 
2017;982:169–89.

	10.	 Koliaki C, Szendroedi J, Kaul K, Jelenik T, Nowotny P, Jankowiak F, et al. 
Adaptation of hepatic mitochondrial function in humans with non-
alcoholic fatty liver is lost in steatohepatitis. Cell Metab. 2015;21:739–46.

	11.	 Begriche K, Massart J, Fromenty B. Effects of beta-aminoisobutyric acid 
on leptin production and lipid homeostasis: mechanisms and pos-
sible relevance for the prevention of obesity. Fundam Clin Pharmacol. 
2010;24:269–82.

	12.	 Mihaylova MM, Shaw RJ. The AMPK signalling pathway coordinates cell 
growth, autophagy and metabolism. Nat Cell Biol. 2011;13:1016–23.

	13.	 Jager S, Handschin C, St-Pierre J, Spiegelman BM. AMP-activated protein 
kinase (AMPK) action in skeletal muscle via direct phosphorylation of 
PGC-1alpha. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2007;104:12017–22.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12864-021-08268-9
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12864-021-08268-9


Page 13 of 13Yang et al. BMC Genomics          (2022) 23:219 	

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

	14.	 Simon J, Leclercq B. Longitudinal study of adiposity in chickens selected 
for high or low abdominal fat content: further evidence of a glucose-
insulin imbalance in the fat line. J Nutr. 1982;112:1961–73.

	15.	 Zerehdaran S, Vereijken AL, van Arendonk JA, van der Waaijt EH. Estima-
tion of genetic parameters for fat deposition and carcass traits in broilers. 
Poult Sci. 2004;83:521–5.

	16.	 Hocking PM. Unexpected consequences of genetic selection in broilers 
and turkeys: problems and solutions. Br Poult Sci. 2014;55:1–12.

	17.	 Agarwal SK, Cogburn LA, Burnside J. Comparison of gene expression in 
normal and growth hormone receptor-deficient dwarf chickens reveals a 
novel growth hormone regulated gene. Biochem Biophys Res Commun. 
1995;206:153–60.

	18.	 Li H, Hu B, Luo Q, Hu S, Luo Y, Zhao B, et al. Runting and stunting syn-
drome is associated with mitochondrial dysfunction in sex-linked dwarf 
chicken. Front Genet. 2019;10:1337.

	19.	 Ye Y, Lin S, Mu H, Tang X, Ou Y, Chen J, et al. Analysis of differentially 
expressed genes and signaling pathways related to intramuscular fat 
deposition in skeletal muscle of sex-linked dwarf chickens. Biomed Res 
Int. 2014;2014:724274.

	20.	 Mir NA, Rafiq A, Kumar F, Singh V, Shukla V. Determinants of broiler 
chicken meat quality and factors affecting them: a review. J Food Sci 
Technol. 2017;54:2997–3009.

	21.	 Shang Z, Guo L, Wang N, Shi H, Wang Y, Li H. Oleate promotes differentia-
tion of chicken primary preadipocytes in vitro. Biosci Rep. 2014;34:51-7.

	22.	 Zhu Q, Luo X, Yan S, Shi X, Bai J, Li J, et al. Optimization of staining 
method of oil red O in frozen section of liver tissue. Prog Vet Med Med. 
2019;9:58–61 (in Chinese).

	23.	 Laubner K, Kieffer TJ, Lam NT, Niu X, Jakob F, Seufert J. Inhibition of pre-
proinsulin gene expression by leptin induction of suppressor of cytokine 
signaling 3 in pancreatic beta-cells. Diabetes. 2005;54:3410–7.

	24.	 Green DR, Reed JC. Mitochondria and apoptosis. Science. 
1998;281:1309–12.

	25.	 Zhang Y, Zhao Z, Ke B, Wan L, Wang H, Ye J. Induction of posttranslational 
modifications of mitochondrial proteins by ATP contributes to negative 
regulation of mitochondrial function. PLoS One. 2016;11:e150454.

	26.	 Liu Z, Solesio ME, Schaffler MB, Frikha-Benayed D, Rosen CJ, Werner H, 
et al. Mitochondrial function is compromised in cortical bone osteocytes 
of long-lived growth hormone receptor null mice. J Bone Miner Res. 
2019;34:106–22.

	27.	 Hu B, Hu S, Yang M, Liao Z, Zhang D, Luo Q, et al. Growth hormone 
receptor gene is essential for chicken mitochondrial function in vivo and 
in vitro. Int J Mol Sci. 2019;20:1608-20.

	28.	 Kozlov AV, Lancaster JJ, Meszaros AT, Weidinger A. Mitochondria-
meditated pathways of organ failure upon inflammation. Redox Biol. 
2017;13:170–81.

	29.	 Junnila RK, Duran-Ortiz S, Suer O, Sustarsic EG, Berryman DE, List EO, et al. 
Disruption of the GH receptor gene in adult mice increases maximal 
lifespan in females. Endocrinology. 2016;157:4502–13.

	30.	 Abdalla BA, Li Z, Nie Q. A novel DNA methyltransferase dnmt3a3 splice 
variant represses preadipocyte proliferation and differentiation. Front 
Genet. 2020;11:115.

	31.	 Wang Z, Xu H, Li T, Wu J, An L, Zhao Z, et al. Chicken GHR anti-
sense transcript regulates its sense transcript in hepatocytes. Gene. 
2019;682:101–10.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.


	Growth hormone receptor gene influences mitochondrial function and chicken lipid metabolism by AMPK-PGC1α-PPAR signaling pathway
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Results
	Oil red O staining of SLD chickens and normal chickens
	Detection of liver mitochondrial function in SLD and normal chickens
	Detection of liver lipid levels in SLD and normal chickens
	Detection of chicken serum protein and enzyme activity by ELISA
	Overexpression and knockdown of GHR gene in vitro
	Effects of GHR gene on the expression of lipid metabolism and OXPHOS-related genes in vitro
	Effects of GHR on lipid levels in vitro
	Effects of GHR on mitochondrial function in vitro

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Methods
	Chickens
	Oil red O staining
	Detection of the concentration of serum protein and TG level
	Quantitative real-time PCR
	Extraction of chicken primary hepatocytes and chicken primary pre-adipocytes
	Cell culture
	Plasmid construction and RNA interference
	Transfection
	Detection of malondialdehyde level
	Detection of adenosine triphosphate level
	Detection of mitochondrial membrane potential
	Statistical analyses

	Acknowledgements
	References


